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PRAISE FOR  THE NEW ASIAN HEMISPHERE


“Mahbubani provides a compelling case for a Western strategy of power sharing with Asia.”

—Foreign Affairs


 



“There are lessons to be learned from The New Asian Hemisphere. . . . Aspiring presidential nominees and congressmen should take note.”

—Wall Street Journal


 



“Kishore Mahbubani is a historian of ideas whose starting point is the present and whose horizon is a visible, startling future. This remarkable book is a fact-based projection of Asia’s rising trajectory. The West has been synonymous with modernity for perhaps the last three centuries. Asia is the New Modern. Vision and clarity make this book a sparkling history of the Age of Asia.”

—M. J. AKBAR, editor-in-chief, Asian Age, and author of The Shade of Swords


 



“The Western, particularly the American, response to the rise of Asia has been petulant, degenerating into protectionism and panic. Japan-bashing of the 1980s was succeeded by India-bashing over outsourcing in the 1990s and now we have China-bashing in the 2000s. Mahbubani, one of the most perceptive and influential Asian intellectuals today, shows the folly of these reactions and the wisdom of applauding and working with the reality of Asia’s remarkable success. His splendid book must be read by every Western policymaker; it is a tour de force.”

—JAGDISH BHAGWATI, University Professor, Economics and Law, Columbia University and author of In Defense of Globalization (Oxford)

 



“Kishore Mahbubani understands better than most that the relationship between East and West, established after 1945, is no longer sustainable. This book  cogently and even thrillingly explains why global power politics is at a crucial moment of change, where the East and most especially the West must decide if power can be shared more equally or will be disputed more destructively.”

—SHEKHAR KAPUR, director of the Academy Award-winning film Elizabeth


 



“Once again, Kishore Mahbubani proves himself a global thought-leader. In  The New Asian Hemisphere, he combines a prodigious knowledge of history, a flair for lucid, often witty analysis and advocacy, and the pragmatism of an experienced diplomat. The result is a set of prescriptions that leaders and citizens of the world in both hemispheres would do well to heed.”

—STROBE TALBOTT, president of the Brookings Institution and author of The Great Experiment


 



“Kishore Mahbubani, experienced diplomat, deeply immersed in the West and in Asia, is arguably the most articulate Asian voice bluntly telling the West how informed Asians see it. The tide is shifting and while Mahbubani’s message will not be easy to take, Western leaders will ignore it at their peril.”

—EZRA F. VOGEL, research professor, Harvard University

 



“Kishore Mahbubani has a global mind with a unique Singapore perspective and this comes out clearly in this forcefully argued book. He grew up in a Hindu family, among Muslim and Chinese friends and was shaped by British colonial education, the key ingredients of a proto-Singaporean. By studying Western philosophy and through working as a diplomat for a pragmatic city- state that has survived both hot and cold wars, he also caught the one-world spirit identified with the United Nations ideal. Thus has emerged the worldly Singaporean determined to dissect how a resurgent China, India and Islam might force the old West to change. He also challenges a new Asia to respond if and when this change in the West happens.”

—WANG GUNGWU, chairman, East Asian Institute

 



“His view is that he, and Asia, sees the world differently than the U.S. does. In many respects he is right.”

—JOSEPH E. STIGLITZ, Nobel Laureate and author of Globalization and its Discontents
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TO KISHORE, SHELAGH, AND JHAMAT






ACKNOWLEDGMENTS

It was an act of sheer folly to agree to write a book while trying at the same time to build a new school of public policy. The only way to get it done was to burn months of weekends with writing. My family paid the price. This is one reason why I am dedicating this book to my three children.

But there is another, more important reason. I believe that they can live in a better world than my generation (which has had a good run for six decades). This will only happen if we take advantage of the remarkably plastic moment in world history we are experiencing now. If the right decisions are made today, my children’s generation will be better off. The purpose of this book is to influence such decisions.

Since I have to work full-time, I relied on research assistants. One in particular, Kaajal Wallia, helped a great deal. Each Monday morning I would return to the office with a handwritten monograph. She would decipher the notes, fill in the blanks, and, quite remarkably, find the right statistics and anecdotes to bolster many of the points I made. She did brilliant work. This book owes a lot to her.

Kaajal left before the book was completed. To get the book to the finishing line, I obtained the help of Asya Anderson, Vrutika Mody, Denni Jayme, and Gillian Goh. Denni, Gillian, and my colleague, T. S.  Gopi Rethinaraj, also helped a great deal with the substantive research. Carol Chan and Wong Wee Cheng helped a great deal with the production work. An enormous amount of work goes into producing a credible manuscript. It would have been impossible without their help. I want to thank my editor, Clive Priddle, for once again shaping the manuscript so beautifully. This book has benefited from his touch. In addition, my thanks go to Annie Lenth and Beth Wright for editing this book so well.

I also want to thank my friends for giving me helpful advice and suggestions on the book. However, as some of them also advised me not to go to print with the book in its current form, I have decided not to mention their names in this section so as to avoid embarrassing them. I took seriously their advice that this book could alienate a significant audience, especially in the West. I respect and value their advice. However, after reflecting carefully, I decided to proceed. If I had written this book to fall within the “comfort zone” of my friends in the West, it would have a better chance of getting a positive reception there. But the new world that is emerging will be one that will be outside this “comfort zone.” We need to prepare ourselves for this radically different world. The discomfort felt on reading the book is, unfortunately, part of the process.

Against this backdrop, you will understand why I deeply appreciate the generous gesture of some friends of mine to offer “blurbs” for this book. In particular, I would like to thank: Mr. M. J. Akbar, Prof. Jagdish Bhagwati, Prof. Zbigniew Brzezinski, Mr. Shekhar Kapur, Dr. Amartya Sen, Prof. Lawrence H. Summers, Mr. Strobe Talbott, Prof. Ezra Vogel, and Prof. Wang Gungwu.

Finally, I want to thank my wife, Anne, for her forbearance. I stretched her patience and understanding to the limit. I look forward to resuming my normal life now and to playing golf again on weekends.

Kishore Mahbubani






 PREFACE TO THE PAPERBACK EDITION

The global financial crisis of 2008-2009 has significantly confirmed and bolstered some of the main theses of this book. First, it has resulted in a global demystification of the notion of Western competence. Any illusion that the Western economies are better prepared to handle great crises has vanished. This, in turn, has accelerated the end of the era of Western domination of world history that this book confidently predicted.

Second, the crisis has confirmed the wisdom of Asian countries in adopting a pragmatic rather than ideological approach to economic growth and development. Fortunately, few Asian policymakers were seduced by Alan Greenspan’s ideological belief that markets knew best and that governments did best by stepping aside. Instead, most Asian governments believed that the virtues of the invisible hand of the markets had to be balanced by the virtues of good governance. Asian economies have been badly hit by the global financial crisis but they do not have to do an ideological U-turn to cope with it.

Third, the book also advocated the termination of the practice of Western domination of global institutions and its replacement by more globally representative institutions and processes. In this regard, it was hugely ironic that the last act of the most unilateralist  contemporary American President, George W. Bush, was to convene a meeting of the G-20 to deal with the financial crises. This sheer act of convening the G-20 proved a point that this book had strongly argued: The G-8 had become both irrelevant and ineffective in dealing with global challenges.

The major mistakes made by Western economies do not however mean that the Asian economies are ready to displace them. They will also be seriously challenged by this crisis. China, India, and several other Asian economies were dependent on the American consumer to power their growth. American economic power will be seriously subdued in the coming years. The big challenge that Asian economies face is to maintain a growth rate of 5-7 percent in the coming years. The latest IMF and ADB predictions indicate that they may be able to scrape by the targets. The 7 percent figure is key. If they can sustain 7 percent growth over several decades, the Asian populations will still achieve the 10,000 percent improvement in standard of living in one lifetime that Lawrence Summers has predicted.

Another major challenge that the Asian economies, especially China and India, face is that they will be expected to provide greater global leadership to help steer the world through the emerging global challenges. In this book, I have tried to explain why both China and India will face difficulties in doing so. However reluctant they may be to exercise global leadership, there is also no doubt that no major Asian economy can afford to be a free rider on the global multilateral system. Hitherto, both the United States and the European Union have been good custodians of the open global multilateral systems. But will they remain good custodians when their populations no longer believe that they will benefit from open globalization? Hence, Asians too need to engage in new thinking to prepare for a different world.

The sharp contrast in the Anglo-American and Asian reactions to this book do indicate that Asians are developing their own perspective on global challenges. I have deliberately used the word “Anglo-American” instead of Western because one of the most pleasant surprises I have had has been the positive continental European reactions to the book. Three European editions of this book have emerged, in Dutch, French and German. Indeed the Dutch edition had four print runs in the first two months of its publication, exceeding all of our expectations.

The Anglo-American intellectual community however remains, by and large, resistant to the arguments of this book. With a few exceptions, their reviews of the book have been relatively negative. The  Economist labeled it as “an anti-Western polemic.” Ironically, this has proved one of the theses of the book—that some Western societies are open in their political systems and closed in their minds.

The Asian reactions to this book have been remarkably positive. In general, one common point they make is that this is the one book that explains the Asian point of view to the world. The Hindustan Times, India’s leading national daily, found that “very few Asian thinkers have closely studied and highlighted the changing rules of engagement between the West and the rest as Mahbubani. He has not only dwelled deep into the insecurities of the West and its ills, but also appreciated the Western practices that he says have played a big role in changing Asia’s pace of political and economic growth.” The Chinese journal  Around Southeast Asia commented, “It is because of his global outlook and unique Singapore perspective that Kishore Mahbubani can write a work of such weight.”

My hope is that this paperback edition will now reach a wider audience, especially a younger audience. Many of the most optimistic young people in the world today are young Asians. This volume will explain their optimism and also, hopefully, infect the other young people of the world. America is the early days of a new presidency, and perhaps its leader had a taste of Asian optimism when he was educated in Indonesia. We should all hope so. America seems to have decisively turned away from the unfettered market capitalism of the previous  decade, but it’s too soon to know if this is a temporary rejection or a significant change of course for the long term. I have always argued that the word owes much to America and needs it to play a vital and constructive role. Americans need to understand better the new world that is emerging so that we can all work together to create a better world. This book explains how.






 INTRODUCTION

The difficulty lies, not in the new ideas, but in escaping from
the old ones, which ramify, for those brought up
as most of us have been, into every corner of our minds.


 


—JOHN MAYNARD KEYNES,
ENGLISH ECONOMIST (1883-1946),
IN THE GENERAL THEORY OF EMPLOYMENT, INTEREST AND MONEY



 



 



The rise of the West transformed the world. The rise of Asia will bring about an equally significant transformation. This book describes why Asia is rising now, how it will alter the world, and why the West, even though it should celebrate Asia’s rise, will have great difficulties adjusting to these changes. It will also suggest some prescriptions for managing the obvious new challenges coming our way.

The rise of Asia will be good for the world. Hundreds of millions of people will be rescued from the clutches of poverty. China’s modernization has already reduced the number of Chinese living in absolute poverty from six hundred million to two hundred million. India’s growth is also making an equally significant impact. Indeed, one key  reason why the United Nations (UN) will actually meet one of its Millennium Development Goals of reducing global poverty by half by 2015 will be the success of China and India in reducing poverty significantly. By the standards of any Western moral philosopher, from the British utilitarian philosophers of the nineteenth century to the moral imperatives of Immanuel Kant, it is clear that the rise of Asia has brought more “goodness” into the world. In purely ethical terms, the West should welcome the transformation of the Asian condition.

But the benefits of Asia’s rise are more than ethical. The world as a whole will become more peaceful and stable. In September 2005 Robert Zoellick, the new president of the World Bank, called on China to become a “responsible stakeholder” in the international system. Since then, China has responded positively to this call. Indeed, most Asians want to become responsible stakeholders in the international system. Recent decades have demonstrated that Asians have become among the greatest beneficiaries of the open multilateral order created by America and the victors of World War II in 1945. Few Asian societies today want to destabilize a system that has helped them.

The word “modernization” will be used frequently in this book and will be defined fully in chapter 1. But any Western reader should intuitively understand what this term means. It describes both the physical and the ethical universe of Western societies. The really good news for the world is that the modernization of Asia is beginning to spread to all corners of the continent. Half a century ago, there appeared to be only two modern societies in Asia, at its eastern and western extremities: Japan and Israel. Between them lay a sea of humanity that seemed indifferent to modernization and growth. But Japan’s example triggered a whole series of Asian success stories. First Japan was emulated by the four economic tigers: South Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore. When China began to be aware that countries on its periphery were doing better than it was, it decided to join them by launching its own “Four Modernizations” program. For the past three decades, China has had the fastest growing economy in the world.  China’s success has in turn also inspired the rise of India. Now, billions of Asians are marching to modernity.

The even better news for the world is that this March to Modernity is poised to enter the Islamic world of Western Asia too. It is only a matter of time before it spreads from India to Pakistan and then to Iran. All of Asia may well be modernized in the twenty-first century. If this happens, Israel will not be left as a lonely outpost of modernity in Western Asia. It could eventually have equally modernized neighbors. This may seem like a wild dream, but it is vital to understand that Asia’s growth and success in the past few decades have exceeded most Asians’ wildest dreams. This book, written by a realist, is underpinned by optimism about Asia’s role in the global future. Generally Asians today do not have to be convinced to be optimistic. This creates a new global paradox: up until recently the most optimistic societies of the world have been Western societies, but they seem to be losing their optimism, at a point in time when they should be celebrating the galloping modernization of the world.

The term “the West” will be used frequently in this book. Often, when I refer to Western policies, some will respond that I am speaking primarily of American policies. Given the enormity of US power, American policies naturally dominate. But there is also an implicit compact between America and Europe as well as with the Anglo-Saxon states of Australia, Canada, and New Zealand on global policies. One of the least understood (and surprisingly least studied) phenomena is how the West often functions as a single entity on global issues. On fundamental challenges Western nations work together. Witness, for example, how the West came together on Afghanistan. Canadian and European soldiers are dying in defense of policies initiated by America. This is powerful solidarity.

When many Western eyes peer into the twenty-first century, they see only dark images, not a new dawn in the history of human civilization. This is a strange development. For the past few centuries, the West has been by far the most open and resilient civilization, during which it has  largely carried the world on its shoulders. It was the West that triggered the Asian March to Modernity, so it should be cheering this positive new direction of world history. Instead, leading Western minds are filled with dread and foreboding. I hope to explain this reversal.

Evidently, Asia and the West have yet to reach a common understanding about the nature of this new world. The need to develop one has never been greater. We are now entering one of the most plastic moments of world history. The decisions we make today could determine the course of the twenty-first century. Never before have we had as much potential as we have today to create a better world for the 6.5 billion people who inhabit our planet. The explosion of knowledge, especially in science and technology, has delivered this opportunity. It is also clear that the mental maps of the leading minds of the world, especially in the West, are trapped in the past, reluctant or unable to conceive of the possibility that they may have to change their worldview. But unless they do, they will make strategic mistakes, perhaps on a disastrous scale.

The decision by the United States and the United Kingdom to invade Iraq in March 2003 was one such mistake. It is possible to argue convincingly that the Americans and British intended only to free the Iraqi people from a despotic ruler and to rid the world of a dangerous man, Saddam Hussein. Neither Bush nor Blair had malevolent intentions, yet their mental approach was trapped in a limited cultural context: the Western mindset. Many leading American minds truly believed that invading American troops would be welcomed with rose petals thrown on the streets by happy Iraqis. Yet the grain of history had been irrevocably changed in the second half of the twentieth century: no country today welcomes foreign invaders. The notion that any Islamic nation would welcome Western military boots on its soil is ridiculous. The invasion and especially the occupation of Iraq will be remembered as a colossally botched operation. Even if it had been well-executed, it was doomed to failure because while the British could successfully invade and occupy Iraq in the early twentieth century (in  1921 to be exact), no Western army could successfully repeat this in the early twenty-first century. In 1920, as secretary for war and air, Winston Churchill had responsibility for quelling the rebellion of Kurds and Arabs in British-occupied Iraq, which he achieved by authorizing the use of poison gas. Churchill said, “I am strongly in favor of using poisoned gas against uncivilized tribes.”1 If Blair had tried the same actions in 2003, he would have been crucified. The world has moved on from this era. Western mindsets have not abandoned the old assumption that an army of Christian soldiers can invade, occupy, and transform an Islamic society.

For most of the previous three centuries, the peoples of Asia, Africa, and Latin America were objects of world history. The decisions that drove history were made in a few key Western capitals, most often London, Paris, Berlin, and Washington, DC. The misnamed World War I and World War II were carried out without consulting the majority of the world’s populations. They were co-opted into fundamentally European wars—at least until Japanese aggression appeared in China and the Pacific. Today, the 5.6 billion people who live outside the Western universe will no longer accept decisions made on their behalf in Western capitals.

So, will the twenty-first century be seen as a moment of historical triumph for the West or a moment of historical defeat? The answer cannot be given now. It will depend on how the West reacts to the rise of Asia. The number of people in the world who are seeking the Western dream of a comfortable middle-class existence has never been higher. For centuries, the Chinese and Indians could not aspire to it. Now more and more believe that it is within their reach. Their ideal is to achieve what America and Europe achieved. They want to replicate, not dominate, the West.

The universalization of the Western dream should therefore represent a moment of triumph for the West. Yet many Western leaders begin their speeches by remarking how “dangerous” the world is becoming. President Bush said in August 2006, “The American people  need to know we live in a dangerous world.”2 Other Western leaders have made similar statements. The French minister of foreign affairs, Michel Barnier, stated in February 2005, “We have so many challenges to take up at the same time, in this world which is dangerous, unstable and in disarray.”3 The Canadian ambassador to the United States, Michael Wilson, said, “In an age where the world has become a smaller, more dangerous place, Canada is stepping up to the plate, re-focusing our efforts on the new threats facing our people.”4 These statements reflect a new Western zeitgeist: the belief that the world is becoming more dangerous.

One of the great strengths of Western civilization is its belief that societies progress best when they do not become trapped in any ideology. This is how the West believed it achieved one of its greatest triumphs: the Soviet Union imploded because it was trapped in a dead ideology. Western societies, by contrast, were more rational and open to new ideas, never trapped in any ideological straitjackets.

Paradoxically, in the post-Cold War era, the West seems to have become an ideologically driven entity. The iconization of democracy—an unquestionably virtuous idea—became an ideological crusade that insisted democracy could be exported to any society everywhere in the world, regardless of its stage of political development. Disasters followed in Lebanon, Palestine, and Iraq. A conservative Republican, Congress-man Henry Hyde, bluntly pointed out that ideological ambition had been allowed to trump common sense and experience: “We also have a duty to ourselves and to our interests, the protection and advancement of which may sometimes necessitate actions focused on more tangible returns than those of altruism. Lashing our interests to the indiscriminate promotion of democracy is a tempting but unwarranted strategy, more a leap of faith than a sober calculation.” He further added, “We can and have used democracy as a weapon to destabilize our avowed enemies and may do so again. But if we unleash revolutionary forces in the expectation that the result can only be beneficent, I believe we are making a profound and perhaps uncorrectable mistake. History teaches  that revolutions are dangerous things, more often destructive than benign, and uncontrollable by their very nature.”5


The great paradox about failed Western attempts to export democracy to other societies is that in the broadest sense of the term, the West has actually succeeded in democratizing the world. One key goal of democracy is to empower its citizens and make them believe that they are the masters of their own destiny. The number of people in the world who believe this has never been higher. Even in the “undemocratic” society of China, citizens have seized the opportunities provided by the new economic freedoms they enjoy to completely change their lives. The same is true in India: the government has now increased the list of economic freedoms. In global terms, there has been a huge democratization of the human spirit. The West should be celebrating this, not berating countries about imperfect voting practices.

One reason above all explains why the West hesitates to celebrate the great democratization of the human spirit. It is keenly aware that if this trend continues, a great day of reckoning must come. As the spirit of democratization gathers strength and more and more human beings take charge of their own destinies, they will increasingly question the undemocratic world order they live in. Samuel Huntington effectively described this world order. Two sentences from his famous essay “The Clash of Civilizations” explain the current situation: “In the politics of civilization, the peoples and governments of non-Western civilization no longer remain the objects of history as targets of Western colonization but join the West as movers and shapers of history.” He then adds, “The West in effect is using international institutions, military power and economic resources to run the world in ways that will maintain Western predominance, protect Western interests and promote Western political and economic values.” He’s right. The rest of the world is beginning to realize it. Left unchanged it’s a recipe for disaster.

The reluctance of leading Western minds to acknowledge the unsustainability of Western global domination presents a great danger to the world. Western societies have to choose whether they will seek to  defend Western values or Western interests in the twenty-first century. Most Western minds like to think that they are primarily promoting Western values, democracy high among them. But the rest of the world notices how the West promotes democracy selectively. No Western society is keen to promote democracy in Saudi Arabia for fear of endangering oil supplies to the West, for example.

That is why the primary purpose of this book is to explain the world as it is seen through non-Western eyes, so that the 900 million who live in the West appreciate how the remaining 5.6 billion people view the world. The language and concepts that will be used to describe non-Western perspectives will be Western in origin and context. This is one of the many great tributes that this book readily pays to the West. Most of the concepts we use to describe contemporary realities are Western. The willingness of the rest of the world to absorb and use Western concepts is one of the strongest foundations for global optimism. The vast majority of societies who want to succeed and prosper in the modern world do not want to do so by rejecting the West or its values. Instead they would prefer to work with the West. It is a huge sign of the new cultural confidence of many Asian societies, especially China and India, that they are prepared to learn from and absorb Western best practices in developing their societies.

The simplest way of describing how this book is different from Western discourse is that it points out how the West is both a large part of the solution and a large part of the problem in our efforts to restructure the world order. The latter, though, is hardly mentioned in most Western discourse. Indeed, as a frequent traveler to Western intellectual gatherings, I often come away from them astonished that at a time when Western minds should be opening themselves to completely new realities, they are actually becoming more closed. I often despair when I read the op-ed pages of the New York Times and the Financial Times. Newspapers are filled with an incestuous discourse among minds who believe that the 12 percent of the world’s  population who live in the West can continue to dominate the remaining 88 percent who live outside the West.

Few in the West have grasped the full implications of the two most salient features of our historical epoch. First, we have reached the end of the era of Western domination of world history (but not the end of the West, which will remain the single strongest civilization for decades more). Second, we will see an enormous renaissance of Asian societies. The strategic discourse in the West should focus on how the West should adapt, but this has not happened. To make matters worse, the West has gone from being competent to becoming incompetent in its handling of many key global challenges, from the threat of terrorism to climate change to keeping the nuclear nonproliferation regime alive. This incompetence, with naturally disastrous consequences, aggravates the Western sense of insecurity.

We are therefore moving toward a real crisis in the management of our world order unless the West changes course. In reflecting on future strategic options, Western minds should reflect on the Chinese wisdom in translating the Western word “crisis” by combining two Chinese characters, “danger” and “opportunity.” Too many Western minds are looking at dangers; few are looking at opportunities. One key message of this book is that the Asian March to Modernity (which the next chapter will describe) represents a new opportunity both for the West and for the world. If the West could learn to work with, rather than against, this march, it can help make the twenty-first century one of the happiest centuries of human history.

My goal is to leave Western (and non-Western) readers feeling optimistic about the future of the world after reading this book. I am optimistic: I believe that my children will have a much better future than I. This is why I dedicated this book to them. But I also know that optimistic outcomes do not happen on their own. They require decisive human intervention. The time to act is now.

Finally, let me end this introduction with a shocking statistic. I did not uncover this statistic; Larry Summers did. When I sent him this  manuscript for review, he responded with a paragraph that he uses to describe the rise of Asia: “They called it the Industrial Revolution because for the first time in all of human history standards of living rose at a rate where there were noticeable changes in standards of living in a human life span—changes of perhaps 50 percent. At current growth rates in Asia standards of living may rise 100 fold, 10,000 percent within a human life span. The rise of Asia and all that follows it will be the dominant story in history books written 300 years from now with the Cold War and rise of Islam as secondary stories.”

When I first read this, I was skeptical of his claim that the standard of living of Asia could improve by 10,000 percent in one human life span. Fortunately, I ran into James Wolfensohn, the former President of the World Bank. He had read the same statistic from Larry Summers and he was equally skeptical. He therefore asked his research assistants to check. They checked and discovered, of course, that Larry Summers was right. Skeptical readers of this book may want to do a similar check. If their research confirms this, then the dramatic story of Asia’s rise will sink in.






1

THE THREE SCENARIOS

On 30 December 2006, the Singapore paper Straits Times reported that a major political party in the southern Indian province of Tamil Nadu, Dravida Munnetra Kazhagam (DMK), in an effort to gain votes, had promised to give away free color televisions. It had handed out sixty thousand TV sets and planned to give away thirty thousand more. DMK’s party secretary, Mr. T. K. S. Elangovam, explained the move by saying that color TVs had become a necessity. “Nowadays, it is not just entertainment, it is more, it informs about health, politics and public awareness issues,” he said.1


What is so remarkable about a story of a Tamil politician giving away free color televisions? Try substituting the word “Tamil” with “Palestinian.” A story about a Palestinian politician giving away TVs would be astonishing because Palestinian politics has become intertwined with violence and conflict. Palestinians who live under Israeli occupation have more basic issues to address.

But suicide bombings were not invented in our modern era by the Palestinians. They were first practiced by the Tamils. The suicide bombings began not in Tamil Nadu but across the narrow Palk Straits  in Sri Lanka. In response to demagogic Sinhalese politicians, who tried to take away language and other rights from the minority Tamil population in 1956, a violent resistance movement began among the Tamils, called the LTTE (Liberation Tigers of Tamil Eelam). The famous Tamil Tigers carried out suicide bombings mainly in Sri Lanka, but they also killed an Indian prime minister, Rajiv Gandhi, on 21 May 1991 in Sriperumbudur, a city in Tamil Nadu.

There are 3.1 million Tamils in Sri Lanka and 62 million Tamils in Tamil Nadu, India. Initially, many Indian Tamils were sympathetic to the LTTE struggle, just as Palestinians overseas supported Yasser Arafat and the Palestine Liberation Organization (PLO). However, soon the LTTE’s violent tactics, especially the killing of Rajiv Gandhi, repelled the Tamils in India. Also, as India modernized, the Tamil community in Tamil Nadu began to focus their efforts on modernization and acquiring the comforts of modern life. Now the politicians who get elected in Tamil Nadu are not fiery supporters of the Tamil liberation struggle in Sri Lanka but those, like Elangovam, who promise free TVs.

Tamil Nadu is moving in the same direction as much of Asia. India is blessed with many talented and gifted ethnic groups. The Tamils have been among the most successful. Many famous mathematicians come from Tamil Nadu, including Srinivasa Ramanujan, the brilliant twentieth-century mathematician; Subbayya Sivasankaranarayana Pillai, well-known for his work in number theory; Kollagunta Gopalaiyer Ramanathan, also known for his well-recognized achievements in number theory; C. P. Ramanujam, who worked on number theory and algebraic geometry; T. S. Vijayaraghavan, who worked on Pisot-Vijayaraghavan numbers; and Ravindran Kannan, professor of computer science and mathematics at Yale University and joint winner of the 1991 Fulkerson Prize in discrete mathematics for work on the volumes of convex bodies. Two Tamils have won the coveted Nobel Prize in physics: Sir C.V. Raman in 1930 and Subrahmanyan Chandrasekhar in 1983. Chennai-born S. R. Srinivasa Varadhan, a professor  at New York University, won the 2007 Abel Prize—which is considered the equivalent of the Nobel Prize in the field of mathematics—for his “fundamental contributions to probability theory, in particular for creating a unified theory of large deviation.” Many other talented Tamils have also done well in the West. The most famous female Tamil in the world is an American: Indra Nooyi, the chair and CEO of PepsiCo.

Why list so many brilliant and successful Tamils in one paragraph? It highlights one of the key themes of the book. Asia is exploding because so many Asian minds, underused for centuries, are now exploding with creativity. If a relatively small state like Tamil Nadu (with about 5 percent of India’s population) can produce so many talented and gifted individuals despite its relatively low per capita income, just imagine the impact that India will have on the world as the entire country modernizes. Within one country, India could replicate many European success stories. Tamil Nadu alone (population of 62 million) could match France (population of 60.9 million), Gujarat (50.6 million) Spain (43.4 million), West Bengal (83 million), and Italy (58.6 million). The impact on global productivity and creativity could be explosive.

An old Arab proverb declares: he who speaks about the future lies even when he tells the truth. No one can predict the future. But in one respect, at least, we can speak a little more confidently about the future: we can make reasonable extrapolations from known facts. If you could measure the amount of snow that falls on the Himalayas in any winter, you could make reasonable predictions about the flood levels in the river Ganges six months later, or so the saying goes. The snow that has already fallen will determine the flood levels.

In many ways, a lot of “snow” has fallen on the world. This chapter offers three possible scenarios of how the world will develop over the next fifty years. Each is an extrapolation of trends that have already surfaced. The first and most likely, indeed probable, scenario is the March to Modernity. It is truly our good fortune that the odds favor its realization. The second scenario is much less happy, but less likely: the

Retreat into Fortresses. The third scenario is the most unlikely, but I discuss it at length because it represents the wishes of many leading Western minds on how the world should evolve. They continue to believe and hope that Western civilization will triumph and eventually westernize the world. Its spirit is best captured in Francis Fukuyama’s famous essay “The End of History.” The enormously enthusiastic response the essay received in the West reflected the deep desire of the West to believe that history had concluded with the West’s triumph and therefore the rest of the world faced no choice but to become cultural clones of the West. The scenario, then, is of Western Triumphalism.




THE MARCH TO MODERNITY 

The March to Modernity is probably going to be the single most important trek in human history. If it succeeds, it will ensure a far more peaceful, stable, and prosperous world.

“Modernity” is a strange notion. In the West the more basic aspects of modernity—or modern living—are taken for granted. “Modernity” is often associated with a peculiar cultural or artistic strain: modern painting is linked to Picasso, modern literature to James Joyce, modern living to Vanity Fair. It represents—in American minds at least—a new and particular cultural stream. This, however, is not the March to Modernity that billions are aspiring to make.

To understand the destination of “modernity” that they aim for, it is important to understand the “premodern” world that they hope to leave behind, a world I know well because I grew up in it. My childhood circumstances were modest (some would say poor). Until the age of ten, I lived with four other family members in a one-bedroom home. We had no refrigerator, no telephone, no television. But the real inconvenience we suffered was that we had no flush toilet (even though we had clean piped water and electricity).

Each morning, a group of men would come to take away the metal bin in our toilet and replace it with a fresh one. There it would stay for  twenty-four hours, filling up over the course of the day. (In my teens I discovered we were lucky. When I went to stay in Jakarta with some relatives, I discovered that their metal bins were changed every three to four days. Using those toilets has provided me with some of the more excruciating memories of my life.)

I do not remember exactly when our metal bins were replaced with flush toilets. It probably happened when I was around ten years old. And if I were asked to name the date when my life entered the modern world, I would date it to the arrival of the flush toilet. On that day I felt that there had been a magical transformation of my life. Suddenly, I felt that I could lead a life of greater dignity, suffering from less embarrassment when visitors came to our house. Few people of my generation in the West can appreciate this transition, for they have never experienced it, though many of their parents and grandparents did. Asians can. Perhaps blacks in America may understand this Asian experience. Vernon Jordan tells the story of his grandfather who, at the end of his very poor life, was asked what he would most like. Instead of a trip to Venice or a Cadillac, he replied, “I’d like to have a bathroom inside my own home.” In his book Dangerous Nation, Robert Kagan describes the list of things that fascinated the young Meiji reformers from Japan who visited the United States in 1860, almost a hundred and fifty years ago. He says, “They came back impressed by American science and technology, marveling at everything from railroads and weaponry to gaslights and flush toilets.”2


Daily access to flush toilets may well be the best indicator of how many of the 6.5 billion people in our world live in the premodern world and how many have transcended it. One unofficial estimate claims that only about 15 to 20 percent of the total world population has flush toilets. The UNDP Human Development statistics reveal that nearly 42 percent (or 2.6 billion) of humanity is without toilets—most of whom live in Asia and Africa. Less than one-half of all Asians have access to toilets. A young Singaporean, Jack Sim, has set up the World Toilet Organization, which currently has forty-seven international  members. This “WTO” communicates the need for better toilet standards in both developed and developing economies, and provides a service platform for all toilet associations, related organizations, and committed individuals to facilitate an exchange of ideas and health and cultural issues. It is easy to laugh at or pour scorn on the work of a World Toilet Organization, but for his courageous efforts Jack Sim was recognized as a global social entrepreneur by the Davos World Economic Forum in 2006.

After the flush toilet, our little home in Singapore began to acquire other conveniences: the refrigerator, the TV set, the gas cooker (which replaced the charcoal fires my mother used), and the telephone. Each new modern convenience made a huge difference. I have vivid childhood memories of watching shows like I Love Lucy and My Three Sons  on TV, which had a profound impact on me. I didn’t really watch them for their stories. Instead I watched in amazement as the TV scenes showed row after row of suburban homes, each with a lawn and a driveway. All homes were equipped with refrigerators, TVs, telephones, and washing machines (I had not even heard of them), and miraculously each home had one or two cars. Those scenes of suburbia, which stood in sharp contrast to my own living circumstances, provided me with a vision of what an ideal world could be.

It is this “heaven” of modernity that the vast majority of the world’s population is aspiring to enter. They want to create a better world where they can enjoy many of the conveniences of modern living. The greater the number of people who enter the modern world, the safer and more secure our world will become.

The virtues of modernity are not purely material. Though the material gains are important, populations deprived of shelter, water, and electricity (to name just three basic needs) feel an enormous psychological boost and a surge of hope when they gain access to these improvements. Take the case of India, where more than three hundred ninety million people still live on US$1 a day or less. However, according to the National Council for Applied Economic  Research, the leading collector of data on rural India, seven hundred million Indian villagers now account for the majority of consumer spending in the country, more than US$100 billion a year. “Basically, what we are observing is the impact of liberalization which started in 1991,” said Rajesh Shukla, an economist and senior fellow at the research council. “The impact on the smaller towns and rural areas is happening now.” Pradeep Kashyap, a marketing expert in Delhi who heads MART, the country’s leading rural marketing consultancy, said: “There is much more hope for the future than ever before in rural India.”3


The other benefits of modernity are even more far-reaching. Entering the modern universe almost inevitably leads to a greater adherence to the rule of law. Those who live in a premodern society often live under various kinds of arbitrary regimes. Their material belongings (even though meager) can be confiscated. The presence of laws enhances the sense of certainty and the reality of ownership.

Even though modernity is a gift from the West to the rest of the world, many Western minds fail to appreciate its multidimensional benefits. The Western media has from time to time reported the explosive growth in demand for consumer goods in Asia. If any theme emerges from such reporting, it is that Asians, like many in the West, are falling prey to consumer culture. Such reporting essentially misses the big story here: as Asians acquire more consumer goods, they are not merely becoming materialistic. More importantly, they are becoming responsible stakeholders in the modern world. When billions of people become stakeholders in peace and prosperity, they steer world history in a positive direction. This simple fact is often ignored by intellectual analysts. The direction of world history is settled by the people of the world, all 6.5 billion of us. If we become more optimistic, the world becomes a more optimistic place.

At the heart of Asia’s story—often overlooked—is the empowerment of hundreds of millions of individuals who previously had felt a total sense of powerlessness in their lives. Growing up as a young boy in a Hindu family in Singapore (while living with Chinese and Malay  neighbors), I naturally absorbed a belief—one strongly held by many Asian minds—that our lives were determined by fate. It was therefore futile to strive or work hard. Whatever would happen happened. The acceptance of poverty is much easier if it is seen as a result of destiny.

Gradually, this belief in the inevitability of destiny is being corroded by the growing application of Adam Smith’s principles and the sense of empowerment they create. When many Western observers look at China, they cannot see beyond the lack of a democratic political system. They miss the massive democratization of the human spirit that is taking place in China. Hundreds of millions of Chinese who thought they were destined for endless poverty now believe that they can improve their lives through their own efforts. It is remarkable that a Scottish moral philosopher of the eighteenth century could see more clearly the moral consequences of the application of his economic principles than most contemporary Western economists and political scientists. The real value of free-market economics is not just in the improvements in economic productivity. It is about how it uplifts the human spirit and liberates the minds of hundreds of millions of people who now feel that they can finally take charge of their destinies. This is why Asia is marching forward.

So the March to Modernity will lead to a more ethical universe in several ways. First, the move out of an existence of grinding poverty is inherently morally desirable. Most focus on the material benefits. In reality, the increased sense of self-worth and the increase in personal freedom are even more meaningful. People feel liberated when they have increased choices and access to all kinds of possibilities. Most people today perceive South Korea as a successful modern society, but few are aware of the scale of poverty it endured fifty years ago. In The Koreans  Michael Breen describes a foreign scholar’s conversation with Korean students in the 1980s: “There weren’t many foreigners on campus and people always asked me where I was from and what I was studying. I’d say, ‘I’m studying Korean thought’ and they’d give me a puzzled look and say, ‘But we have no thought.’”4 Few Koreans would say this today.

Second, society benefits when people step out of poverty. Crime rates decline. Health standards improve. Infant mortality decreases. Life expectancy increases. Education standards rise. Compare the education choices made in two of the leading civilizations of the world: the Chinese civilization and the Islamic civilization. In China, there is a deep and profound hunger for education. Parents invest a huge amount of their savings to send their children to regular schools and to provide private tuition. The education they aspire to for their children is a modern Western secular education with a heavy bias toward science and technology. Almost every Chinese parent wants to produce an Einstein or a Bill Gates—both are equally revered in China. A testimony to this fact are the new world history textbooks now being taught in Shanghai schools, later to be introduced across China, that focus on ideas such as economic growth, innovation, foreign trade, political stability, respect for diverse cultures, and social harmony. J. P. Morgan, Bill Gates, the New York Stock Exchange, the US space shuttles, and Japan’s bullet train are all highlighted. Wars, dynasties, and communist revolutions have been dropped in favor of colorful tutorials on economics, technology, social customs, and globalization. Socialism has been reduced to a single, short chapter in the senior high school history course. Chinese communism prior to economic reform in 1979 is covered in a sentence, and the text mentions Mao only once, in a chapter on etiquette. “Our traditional version of history was focused on ideology and national identity,” said Zhu Xueqin, a historian at Shanghai University. “The new history is less ideological, and that suits the political goals of today.”5


By contrast, in the neighboring Islamic state of Pakistan, approximately 1.5 million students are believed to be studying in the estimated thirteen thousand madrassas or Islamic religious schools (unofficial estimates range between fifteen thousand and twenty-five thousand and in some cases as high as forty thousand). In August 2005, the Supreme Court of Pakistan observed that these madrassas  were not providing students with a general education that could enable them to enter mainstream society and compete with the educated class for employment or other purposes, including elections. The court further noted that not a single religious educational institution had included such subjects as English, Urdu, and Pakistan studies in its curriculum, even though the Inter-Board Committee of Chairmen had recommended this. As Pakistan’s reputed Daily Times  said in its editorial on 1 September 2005: “The seminaries in Pakistan enlist a million pupils and throw up thousands of ‘graduates’ every year with nothing much to do except set up new mosques to earn their livelihoods. . . . Pakistan cannot produce young people who can propel the economy forward. What kind of young men does Pakistan produce? In a word, warriors. The truth is that there is nothing secular in Pakistan studies, English and Urdu either if you take a close look at the textbooks that the students have to mug up.”6


Despite the explosion of madrassas in Pakistan, it is vital to stress here another equally important fact. Many Muslims want to join the Asian March to Modernity. One Indian Muslim doctor, Mohammed Haneef, was wrongfully accused of involvement in the failed car bombings in London and Glasgow in July 2007 (and the Australian government treated him shabbily). In defense of Dr. Haneef, his brother said, “He is a good Muslim and a clean man. We practice Islam, we believe in Islam. We live in modern Indian culture. Haneef is a modern religious person. He has not done anything wrong and will be released with respect and honor.”7 Note his use of the word “modern.” It captures the new Asian zeitgeist well.

Similarly, when a Muslim minister in Singapore wanted to point out the contributions made by the 2006 Nobel Peace Prize winner, Prof. Muhammad Yunus, he said, “Prof Yunus’ contribution . . . comes at a time when Muslim societies are being questioned whether our faith is compatible with the modern world and whether Muslims can co-exist harmoniously with other communities in secular societies. Prof Yunus  has proven that modern Muslims can play a constructive role towards the betterment of mankind.”8 In most Asian minds there is a clear correlation between modernity and virtue.

The most important ethical result of the March to Modernity may well be a more stable and peaceful world. To get a glimpse of what we can achieve, we do not have to look very far. The greatest peak of human civilization is reached not just when nations stop war but when nations achieve zero prospect of war. Some nations have achieved it. The United States and Canada have zero prospect of going to war with each other. So too do the current member states of the European Union. One simple thesis of this book is that what North America and the European Union have achieved today can also be achieved by the rest of the world tomorrow. In short, world peace is not a pipe dream. We have seen how it can be done.

At the root of the reason why North Americans and Europeans do not wage war among themselves is a powerful middle class that has little desire to sacrifice its comfortable life. A new ethos that has progressively delegitimized war has sunk deeply into most modern societies. Disputes will always emerge between individuals and between societies. But one key aspect of our modern world is the near universal consensus that dispute settlement should be done on the basis of agreed rules and procedures, not by warfare. So the March to Modernity also aids the spread of the rules-based order—domestically, regionally, and globally.

There is a profound reason why most human beings like to live in a fair rules-based order. It creates a more secure environment. Larry Summers emphasizes that there can be no personal freedom without personal security.9 Most Western writers have focused on freedom that individuals need to fight for against an authoritarian or totalitarian state. But it is equally important to secure freedom by preventing chaos and anarchy. These extreme conditions also deprive human beings of freedom. This is why the Chinese mind has a strong revulsion  against chaos (in Chinese, luan). Having suffered disorder for centuries, the Chinese have a deep longing for order and stability.

One of the world’s great modernizers was Deng Xiaoping. He bravely showed the Chinese people where their future lay: in the March to Modernity. He opened the eyes of the Chinese people in the same way that my eyes were opened as a child: by allowing the state-controlled Chinese TV stations to show scenes of American middle-class homes, large and comfortable, full of modern appliances and a car or two in every garage. Deng showed the practical and down-to-earth Chinese people that all this was within their reach.

While the term “modernization” is increasingly out of vogue in the West, it still has a powerful resonance in China. The Chinese carefully measure their relative successes in terms of modernization. The China Modernization Report is prepared by the China Modernization Strategic Studies Group, under the Chinese Academy of Sciences, and studies industrialization, urbanization, secularization, and the improvement of social welfare and democracy. To measure the modernization levels of countries and regions, the China Modernization Strategic Studies Group established assessment criteria for first- and second-stage modernization drives. The first stage of modernization typically features industrialization and urbanization, while the typical features of the second stage include a knowledge-driven and information-driven society.10 The 2007 China Modernization Report predicts that on the basis of China’s rate of growth between 1980 and 2004, another eight years will pass before it realizes its first stage of modernization. This means that by 2015 China will have modernized to the level of developed nations in 1960. By 2005 China had realized 87 percent of its goals for the first stage of modernization, one percentage point higher than the previous year.

It is easy for our eyes to glaze over such statistics. Most people relate to human stories, not to statistics. One way of describing the great human impact of modernization is to look at the impact that just one modern instrument has had on India: the cell phone. The well-known Indian writer Shashi Tharoor describes how the cell phone revolutionized  India. He notes that in December 2006, for the first time, seven million Indians subscribed to new mobile phones in one month. He adds, “That’s a world record. In September 2006, India overtook China for the first time in the number of new telephone subscribers per month. We’re still way behind China in the total number of cell phone users (just over 140 million against their 450 million), but each month the gap is narrowing. By 2010, the government tells us, we’ll have 500 million Indian telephone users. China will probably still be ahead, but on a per capita basis there will be little to choose between us.”

This spread of mobile cell phones in India showed how much the Indian mindset had changed on modern instruments. Tharoor quoted the views of former Indian Communication Minister C. M. Stephen, who declared in Parliament in the 1970s, in response to critics who decried the rampant telephone breakdowns in the country, that telephones were a luxury, not a right, and that any Indian who was not satisfied with his telephone service could return his phone—since there was an eight-year waiting list of people seeking this supposedly inadequate product.

Shashi Tharoor emphasized that the real beneficiaries of this mobile revolution are not the capitalists. Instead,

What is truly wonderful about the “mobile miracle” (and I’m not embarrassed to call it that) is that it has accomplished something our socialist policies talked about but did little to achieve—it has empowered the less fortunate. The beneficiaries of the new mobile telephones are not just the affluent, but people who in the old days would not even have dreamt of joining those 20-year-long waiting lists. It’s a source of constant delight to me to find cell phones in the hands of the unlikeliest of my fellow citizens: taxi drivers, paan wallahs [those who sell sweetened betel leaves], farmers and fisher folk. As long as our tax policies keep telecommunications costs low and it’s cheap for people to call on their cell phones, the greatest growth in  the use of mobile phones will be in this sector. Communications, in the new India, is the great leveller.11



An article published in the Washington Post in October 2006 reinforces Tharoor’s key point: that the impoverished masses of India have been among the prime beneficiaries of the spread of the cell phone revolution.


For less than a penny a minute—the world’s cheapest cell phone call rates—Indian farmers in remote areas can check prices for their produce. They call around to local markets to find the best deal. They also track global trends using cell phone-based Internet services that show the price of pumpkins or bananas in London and Chicago. Indian farmers use camera-phones to snap pictures of crop pests, then send the photos by cell phone to biologists who can identify the bug and suggest ways to combat it. In cities, painters, carpenters and plumbers who once begged for work door-to-door say they now have all the work they can handle because customers can reach them instantly by cell phone. “This has changed the entire dynamics of communications and how they organize their lives,” said C. K. Prahalad, an India-born business professor at the University of Michigan who has written extensively about how commerce—and [the] cell phone—is used to combat poverty. “One element of poverty is the lack of information,” he added. “The cell phone gives poor people as much information as the middleman.” For Rajan, one of the millions of fishermen who work off India’s 4,350 miles of coastline, monthly income has at least tripled to an average of US$150 since 2000 when cell phones began booming in India. “The dealers are now forced to give us more money because there is competition,” he said, adding that he is providing his family in ways that his fisherman father never could, including a house with electricity and a television.12





A 2005 study by Leonard Waverman, of the London Business School, shows that an extra ten mobile phones per hundred people in a typical developing country leads to an additional 0.59 percentage point of growth in GDP per person. (He recently repeated this earlier study using a more elaborate model and found that an extra 10 percentage points in mobile-phone penetration led to an extra 0.44 percentage point of growth, a difference he says is not statistically significant.)13


In many Western minds, one Asian country that seems to have an automatic association with poverty is Bangladesh. Nevertheless, Bangladesh has benefited from the spread of cell phones. In 1993 this country of 142 million people had a scant US$3 million of foreign investment. But that was before the country witnessed the launch of the first cellular phone operator, GrameenPhone, Bangladesh’s largest telephone company, and the ensuing cellular revolution. In 2007 Bangladesh had five cellular phone companies and US$2 billion in foreign investment. “Adding one cell phone to Bangladesh would add US$6,000 to the national GDP,” according to Nick Sullivan, author of You Can Hear Me Now: How Microloans and Cell Phones are Connecting the World’s Poor to the Global Economy. Sullivan cited a World Bank projection that if countries in South Asia continue growing at a 7 percent rate, the incidence of poverty would be reduced from 50 percent to 20 percent. “In addition to becoming a talking device, the cell phone has fast-forwarded to acting as a mini-PC, which is used for mobile banking. People who did not have bank accounts two years ago are now transferring money via mobile phones,” Sullivan said, adding, “This is a silent revolution as dramatic as the Industrial Revolution. . . . You can see the lines crossing between foreign direct investment going up and foreign aid going down. We’re at an extraordinary tipping point actually.”14


According to Iqbal Quadir, cofounder of GrameenPhone, “Connectivity is productivity. If you connect people, they are more productive. You can see throughout the developing world that the people are not dependent on aid, their governments are. What we have done with aid  is empowered the governments in poor countries, put them on their high horses, so they don’t have to be concerned with their citizens, because they don’t rely on them for funding. The Bangladeshi economy has gone up because of mobile phones by 2 percent. That surpasses the money given to Bangladesh through aid.”15


When India eventually goes from eight million people connected to telephones in the 1990s to over five hundred million people with cell phones by 2010, the world will have been truly transformed. China will no doubt match the figure. In addition there are a billion other Asians outside China and India aspiring to join the mobile revolution. Effectively this means that in the space of two decades, over a billion to a billion and a half people will have been connected to the modern world. That is the scale of the March to Modernity in Asia.




THE RETREAT INTO FORTRESSES 

The course of world history will be determined by how the West reacts to this great Asian March to Modernity. The West has two clear alternatives. It could welcome and embrace the spread of modernization and continue to work with Asia toward opening the world order. Alternatively, it could feel increasingly threatened by the success of Asia and begin to retreat into fortresses, political and economic. As of 2008 the Western reaction contains both strands, but it is the second regressive strand that is becoming stronger. During the June 2007 European Union (EU) summit, Nicolas Sarkozy, the French president, famously said, “The word ‘protection’ is no longer taboo.” Sarkozy’s words finally injected some honesty into the trade debate. The truth is that large parts of the West are losing faith in free trade, though few leaders admit it. In theory, the West has been vehemently opposed to protectionism, especially after having witnessed the disastrous Depression that resulted from the Smoot-Hawley Tariff Act of 17 June 1930. In practice, the West has often been protectionist. For example, on 13 June 2007, four US senators—Max Baucus, Charles Grassley, Charles  Schumer, and Lindsey Graham—introduced a new trade bill that would require the Treasury Department to identify misaligned currencies based on International Monetary Fund criteria. This amounts to protectionism, since it would allow US companies to appeal for anti-dumping duties on Chinese goods based on the distorted value of the yuan.

Johan Norberg, author of In Defense of Global Capitalism, writes, “According to the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development, EU protectionism deprives developing countries of nearly US$700 billion in export income a year. That’s almost 14 times more than poor countries receive in foreign aid. EU protectionism is a continuing tragedy, causing unnecessary hunger and disease. The Cold War ‘iron curtain’ between East and West has been replaced with a customs curtain between North and South.” He further adds, “EU protectionism takes a toll on Europeans, too. The rich countries’ protectionism costs their citizens almost US$1 billion every day. At that rate, you could fly all the cows in the OECD [Organization for Economic Cooperation and Development], 60 million of them, around the world every year in business class. In addition, the cows could be given almost US$3,000 each in pocket money to spend in tax-free shops during their stopovers.”16 The United States is equally protectionist in agriculture. Millions of poor West African cotton farmers suffer because twenty-five thousand rich American cotton farmers get billions in subsidies.

When the West first endorsed the virtues of free trade to Asian countries, it was received with skepticism. But the great economic successes of Japan and the four Asian tigers eventually convinced other Asian countries that they should follow suit. Starting from the first trade round in Geneva in 1947 through the successor rounds until the Uruguay Round in April 1994, the West remained true to its principles and kept the global trading system open.
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